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Review of Romancing the Universe:
Theology, Science, and Cosmology by
Jeffrey G. Sobosan
Jame Schaefer

Department of Theology, Marquette University, Milwaukee, WI
Can a theologian prompt a reader to look at the night sky in a way that recognizes, appreciates and
celebrates the radical human connectedness with the vast unfolding universe? Jeffrey Sobosan shows
how in Romancing the Universe: Theology, Science, and Cosmology, his latest contribution to the
scholarly interface of theology and the natural sciences.
Demonstrating a rare capability to engage and stimulate both cognitive and affective faculties in
theological discourse, Sobosan weaves his vision of the human–universe nexus in five chapters. In the
first, he lays the groundwork for an aesthetic theology that pays attention to and pursues beauty well
beyond the person’s immediate geographic-historical context. He provides an alternative to some
prominent scientists’ conclusions that the universe is hostile to human beings by encouraging the reader
to gaze at and reflect on the beauty of the night sky. In poetic overtones, he links galaxies and the
human heart, the spiral galaxy and the dahlia, and the universe and the rose – all of which are perceived

as products of God’s creative love beckoning us to use our imaginations in order to find meaning in our
lives.
The second chapter focuses on overcoming human narcissism, which Sobosan identifies as the
major impediment to transcending oneself and pursuing beauty in the cosmos. Narcissistic tendencies
incline human beings to be self-absorbed, self- serving and self-limiting, and these tendencies inhibit our
finding meaning in our experiences of life. He urges us to be open to and look widely at the observable
universe, especially the supernovas which produced elements essential for biological life to have
emerged. From the dynamic unpredictability of what he finds, he reasons to plausible ways of thinking
about the energetic presence of God who persuades forth and is active in all that evolved from a
singular beginning.
In the third chapter, he stresses the need to shed anthropocentric thinking that is so common in
Christian theology and to be enchanted by the possibility of extraterrestrial life. He denounces the
‘species-centricity’ (p. 76) of the anthropic principle that proffers human life as the goal of the universe,
and he prescribes a strong dose of humility when approaching the subject of the universe’s purpose.
The interplay of chaos and stability in the universe is explored in the fourth chapter through the
contemplative lens of ancient Greek philosophers to quantum physicists of this century. Shining
throughout this discussion is the author’s familiarity with the history of science and the tradition of
varied theological discourse about the cosmos. A sense of intimacy with and ‘rapture’ for the universe
(p. 116) pervades his reflections as he metaphorically links characteristics of God and photons (e.g. the
indivisibility of a photon and God’s simplicity, the speed of light and God’s unknowability, and the
effects of a photon and God’s transcendence and immanence). The interplay of the cognitive and
affective dimensions of Sobosan’s theology is displayed convincingly throughout this exploration.
In a concluding chapter, he shares his sense of companionship with other life forms in the
universe which his love affair with the night sky has precipitated. He describes his feeling of
companionship as ‘an embrace’ that holds him ‘tight to creation’ and makes him ‘feel a part of it’ (p.
137). His responsibility for other animate beings is prompted by gratitude for their connection with our
species in the vast, beautiful and surprising universe which God has empowered to emerge.
As a Roman Catholic systematic theologian whose primary interest lies in formulating a
theological response to environmental degradation, I value Sobosan’s efforts highly. He confronts a
major challenge to theology in our scientific- technological age – articulating a plausible and meaningful
understanding of the human being in relation to the more-than-human others which constitute our
universe. His theological anthropology is plausible because it is well informed by the contemporary
sciences and, therefore, yields a realistic perception of the human species as having emerged from and
with other beings in a vibrant evolutionary process that is grounded in God’s loving generosity. His
project is meaningful because he recognizes the distinct characteristics of all beings as well as their
contributions to the whole unfolding process. Especially meaningful is his building upon the human
capacity to be open to the beauty of the complex universe and to respond with profound appreciation
for and humility toward other beings as our companions in the God-empowered cosmos.
The significance of Sobosan’s efforts is intensified by his personal experiences which propel his
affective-cognitive theology. Particularly poignant is the testimony he gives to the significance of people
who triggered his informed appreciation of natural phenomena. From his father to an aging member of

his religious order he learned to gaze at the stars, to be open to the beauty he saw, to want to learn
about the marvels he observed, and to become even more aesthetically pleased from knowing more
about them.
Though the author does not indicate that he proffers his responses to natural phenomena for
others to emulate, his experiences provide a commendable example of how being open to their
presence and paying attention to their details can promote appreciation for them. His accounts
prompted me to gaze more attentively at and to think more deeply about my own encounters,
especially with stars, galaxies and other cosmic phenomena, in new and moving ways.
Moreover, Sobosan prompted me to wonder how his aesthetic-cognitive theology plays out for
environmental ethics from a theocentric perspective. I am particularly intrigued because Holmes Rolston
III, the eminent environmental philosopher, concludes that a cognitive-affective approach is most
authentic for appreciating the natural world, and Sobosan clearly demonstrates that approach. Though
he does not explore how his sense of appreciation for and humility toward other forms of life translates
into moral norms, his feeling of companionship with all beings in the cosmic journey provides a basis
from which to launch an exploration.
What constitutes normative behavior if, with Sobosan, we consider all natural beings as
companions of our species in an evolutionary process grounded in God’s loving generosity? Norms for
behavior fall into at least four categories which I mention only briefly and leave for exploration in
another context.
(1) We should strive to be open to the presence of other beings in our midst as our companions
in the unfolding process, to attribute value to them as co-emergents with whom human beings are
radically connected in constituting the emerging whole, and to appreciate our mutual presence with
them before God. A very basic grasp of evolutionary biology would inform our theology sufficiently to
enable our expanded version of significant and valuable more-than-human-others in our experiences of
life.
(2) We should be attentive to the details of other beings, their distinct characteristics, their
needs for flourishing, and their give-and-take relationships in constituting ecological systems. Our indepth attentiveness to the effects which human actions have on other species and systems is especially
warranted. As our companions in dynamic ecological systems and the greater biosphere, we should
respect the distinctiveness, needs and relationships of all beings. Out of respect for them, we would use
our intellectual capabilities to identify and avoid human activities which inhibit their functioning as we
advance together toward an unknown future before God.
(3) We should show humility in our relationships with them, recognizing them as our cherished
companions with whom we share a past, present and future before God and with whom we anticipate
the advent of other cherishable companions as the process advances. Our humility emanates from
recognizing human dependence on them for the water we drink, the land on which we live and recreate,
the air we breathe, the food that we eat, and the aesthetic pleasures so essential to human well-being.
Our humility emanates from recognizing more-than-human-others as distinct beings making distinct
contributions to a complex and dynamic process of which we know much but yet too little to take
chances on actions which may have adverse effects. When in reasonable doubt, we will follow the

‘precautionary principle’ established in Agenda 21 of the Rio Declaration at the 1992 United Nations
Conference on Environment and Development.
(4) We should revere them because they mediate God’s presence as the enabling foundation for
our shared existence in the vast cosmos. The sacramentality of the unfolding universe with its diverse
constituents must not be underestimated as a way of perceiving which should prompt our ways of
acting responsibly before God who empowers the cosmological process. As sacramental beholders, we
would not see, smell, touch or hear other animals, plants, the air, the earth, waterways without also
sensing the invisible God who makes the emergence of the universe possible, who urges it forward.
Gazing attentively, touching cautiously, listening eagerly, smelling keenly, tasting carefully, reflecting
meaningfully, and using virtuously would become theocentric ways in which sacramental beholders
treat their companions who mediate God’s active presence.
In addition to stimulating theological reflection on Sobosan’s sense of companionship for
ecological ethics, teachers will find much more in this text that should be helpful to undergraduate
students. His endnotes refer to the best in scientific and theological scholarship, and his didactic
elaborations on concepts key to the subject-matter provide dependable starting-points for research. The
poetic overtones may provide the extra benefits of triggering students’ aesthetic sensibilities which in
turn might prompt their desire to know more about the subject-matter.
Clearly, Romancing the Universe demonstrates Sobosan’s unique contribution to the burgeoning
field of Catholic theologians in dialogue with natural scientists who strive for cogency on issues at the
boundaries of their disciplines. Some exemplary work is ongoing under the auspices of the Vatican
Observatory and the Center for Theology and the Natural Sciences at Berkeley. However, Sobosan’s
aesthetic-cognitive theology is extraordinary because he stresses the need to engage human affections
in theological discourse. His combining the cognitive with the affective is needed but seldom found in
theology texts.
Though Sobosan writes explicitly about his love affair with the night sky, he also demonstrates
implicitly a love affair with theology and a deep commitment to its thriving. I could not agree more with
the primary task he establishes for Christian theology in the next century – affirming human dignity
while stressing our partnership with all other beings. I eagerly await his contributions.

